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Previous research has emphasised the importance of active citizenship in the early years for 
the development of a tolerant and cohesive Australian society. This paper presents findings 
related to young children’s beliefs about exclusion based on gender and race. 1 The findings 
draw from a larger study exploring the development of children’s moral and social values and 
teachers’ beliefs and practices related to teaching for moral development, in the early years of 
school in Australia. This current study examined reasoning about exclusion in early 
childhood with children aged 5-8 years. One hundred children from seven schools 
(Preparatory to Grade 3) answered questions relating to two scenarios in which the children 
had to make a decision about whether to include others of different gender or race in their 
play. The majority of children believed that others should be included in their play, regardless 
of their gender or race. When asked to explain, the children primarily gave reasons related to 
moral concern and fairness. Children were then asked whether they would continue to include 
or exclude if their friends (social consensus) or teachers (authority) suggested otherwise. The 
majority of children maintained their beliefs when beliefs to the contrary were voiced by their 
peers and teachers. The implications of these responses are discussed. 
Background 
In recent years, issues related to citizenship education and values for democracy have been 
emphasised in Australian educational policies and there is a strong interest in values 
education, democracy in schools and children’s rights. In Australia, the early years have been 
neglected in research about active citizenship. Despite the early years being a National 
priority and of significant policy concern, Australian spending in this area is among the 
lowest of all OECD countries. Evidence is mounting to suggest that investment in the early 
years is vital for all learning and specifically for developing understanding of active 
citizenship for a tolerant and cohesive Australian society (e.g. Bowman, Donovan & Burns, 
2001; Hill, Davies, Prout & Tisdall 2004; Joseph, 1999; Lansdown, 2005; Lindsay, 1998; 
MacNaughton, Hughes, & Smith, 2007; Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
2005). In promoting children as moral active citizens, we need to understand more about 
children’s perspectives of values and the way in which they reason about social and moral 
values. This paper outlines the results of a project that investigated the moral and social 
decisions young children made about including and excluding others in play. 
                                            
1 Funded by the Australian Research Council 2008- 2010, DP0880000 
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Within a social-cognitive framework, social domain theory has informed research on moral 
development in childhood (Killen, 2007). From this perspective, children’s evaluations of 
transgressions (e.g., contravention of a moral code) reflect a consideration of the 
psychological domain (autonomy, personal choice and personal identity), the societal domain 
(social-conventional concerns and customs) and the moral domain (fairness, justice and 
rights). Judgements about exclusion then reflect personal considerations, moral 
considerations and social-conventional expectations. The exclusion of children based upon 
gender and race can be referred to as intergroup exclusion (Killen, 2007). As stated by Killen, 
Lee-Kim, McGlothlin and Stangor (2002), this type of exclusion reflects prejudice, 
discrimination, stereotyping and bias as well as judgments on fairness, equality and rights. 
Making decisions about exclusion is complex and requires children to coordinate thinking 
about rights and fairness with decisions about personal choice and social conventions (Killen, 
2007). Previous research has suggested that children can differentiate between moral 
imperatives, which protect peoples’ rights and social conventional rules which are customs 
determined only by consensus (Killen, 1991; Rutland, Killen & Abrams, 2010; Smetana, 
1983; Smetana & Braeges, 1990; Turiel, 1983). Even very young children view moral 
transgressions as more generalisably wrong than flouting social conventions (Turiel, 1983; 
Wainryb, Brehl, & Matwin, 2005). By preschool age, most children say it is unfair to exclude 
someone from an activity because of gender (Theimer, Killen, & Stangor, 2001). However, 
children’s reasoning about exclusion on the basis of race or ethnicity has not been explored 
with children of this age. Theimer et al. found that preschool-aged children used a mixture of 
moral and social conventional reasoning (including stereotypes) to exclude on the basis of 
gender. Given that children as young as preschool age can demonstrate racism and prejudice 
(MacNaughton & Davis, 2001), it is important to investigate their reasoning around exclusion 
on the basis of race.  
The justifications that children give for including or excluding peers from group activities 
have been the focus of a relatively small body of research. In research with 10- 16 year-old 
children, Killen and colleagues (Killen, et al, 2002) explored the extent to which social 
influence, authority expectations and cultural norms influenced children’s judgements about 
exclusion. Killen et al found that children’s justifications for inclusion or exclusion on the 
basis of gender or race fell into three major categories: moral, social conventional and 
psychological. Within these categories were a number of subcategories. Under the term 
Moral are the subcategories Fairness, Empathy and Integration; Social Convention relates to 
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Group Functioning, Social Tradition, Authority, and Social Influence. Psychological refers to 
reasons of Personal Choice (see Method section for a description of these categories). The 
present study was based on the work of Killen and colleagues (Killen, et al, 2002; Killen & 
Stangor, 2001; Theimer, et al, 2001) however the present study investigated children’s 
decisions about inclusion and exclusion and justifications for these decisions with a much 
younger age group than previously studied. In addition, the focus of the present study was on 
the differences in responses and justifications between the scenarios presented to children.  
Specifically, the research questions were (1) how do 5- 8-year old children reason about 
inclusion and exclusion on the basis of gender and ethnicity? and (2) how do children justify 
their decisions to include or exclude on the basis of gender and ethnicity. We also examined 
how children evaluated two sources of external influence on exclusion: social consensus and 
authority influence. These aspects were chosen because they have been shown to be 
important influences on children’s reasoning (Killen et al., 2002). First we examined social 
consensus, defined as peer influence because, following Killen et al. (2002), peer influence 
appears to be important with respect to peer exclusion. This question assessed the extent to 
which the child would view social consensus as a legitimate reason to change their initial 
judgement about whether or not it was okay to exclude. The second question involved the 
legitimacy of authority influence on determining whether or not exclusion is okay. 
Method 
The 100 participants (66 male, 34 female) from preparatory year through to Grade Three (age 
range = 4.6 – 8.10 years) were located across seven schools in Queensland, Australia. One 
school, K1, was a public, state school, one school was a private community school, one 
school was a private independent school and the remaining four schools were private 
independent schools with religious affiliations. Before commencing data collection, relevant 
permissions and consent were obtained from principals, teachers, parents and children. 
Children were provided with the opportunity to indicate whether they agreed to participate by 
marking a smiley face, or conversely, marking a frowning face to indicate they did not want 
to participate. Several researchers from the research team visited the different schools sites. 
Interviews with the children were conducted one-on-one with a single researcher. The 
interviews, lasting approximately twenty minutes, were audio-recorded and then transcribed. 
The interviews took place in a familiar setting in the school, usually outside the classroom but 
within sight of the child’s teacher.  
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Children were presented with two scenarios relating to the issues of inclusion around gender 
and culture. The scenarios included picture cards that were shown to the children as the 
scenarios were read. The first scenario dealt with the issue of gender: 
“Jessica is in Grade 1. Luke is a new boy in her class. Luke wants to make new friends so at 
lunch time he asks Jessica if she wants to play. Jessica doesn’t want to play with Luke 
because he is a boy”. 
The second scenario dealt with inclusion or exclusion o the basis of race: 
“James is in Year 2 at school. Zali is a new boy in class. Zali wants to make new friends so at 
lunch time he asks James if he wants to play. James doesn’t want to play with Zali because 
his skin is a different colour. 
After each scenario was presented, the children were asked whether or not the child should be 
included: Do you think Jessica/James should play with Luke? Zali even though he is a boy/ 
his skin is a different colour? Children were also asked to provide a justification for their 
decision. Children were asked what Jessica/James should do if her/his friends said she/he 
shouldn’t play with Luke/Zali (social consensus). They were then asked what Jessica/James 
should do if the teacher said she/ he shouldn’t play with Luke/ Zali (authority).  
Based on Killen and colleagues (Killen, Lee-Kim, McGlothlin, & Stangor, 2002), the 
following categories were used to analyse children’s justifications for inclusion or exclusion:  
 fairness (e.g., reasons that attempt to maintain fairness in treatment of people, 
including equal treatment of others and the rights of individuals); 
 moral concern (e.g., demonstration of consideration for others’ feelings, situation, or 
condition); 
 inclusion (e.g., relates to the wrongness of discrimination and prejudice); 
  group functioning (e.g., doing something for the welfare of the group); 
 social tradition (e.g., relates to traditions, labels and stereotypes); 
 authority (e.g., doing something based on a ‘higher’ authority, such as rules, teachers 
or parents); 
 social influence (e.g., relates to the influence of others in the decision to include or 
exclude); and 
 personal choice (e.g., reasons of individual preference or prerogatives). 
The code ‘moral concern’ replaced empathy in Killen et al (2002) because empathy has a 
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much wider interpretation and research base than that offered by Killen. We felt that moral 
concern more accurately reflected the phenomenon of children caring for the feelings of 
others. Coding of all 100 children’s responses was conducted by the first author to ensure 
reliability across the data set. Dialogic reliability was then applied to ensure authenticity of 
the conclusions. Dialogic reliability involves the research team discussing and critiquing the 
coding decisions made (Åkerlind, 2005). The aim is to reach a consensus (Brownlee, et al., 
2008), rather than reaching the same conclusions independently. 
Results 
The children provided a variety of reasons for the choices they made in response to the 
scenario questions.  This section provides an overview of these responses and coding 
decisions. The codes are illustrated with extracts from the data. 
Gender scenario 
The first scenario dealt with inclusion or exclusion based on gender. The children were 
asked: 
Do you think Jessica should play with Luke even though he is a boy? 
The majority of children stated that Jessica should play with Luke even though he was a boy: 
84 said to include, 12 said to exclude, and 4 responses were uncodable.  
The reasons given for excluding Luke were coded as inclusion (n = 1), social tradition (n = 
2), personal choice (n = 6) and 3 responses were not coded. Excluding Luke on the grounds 
of personal choice is exemplified in this quote: 
 Probably because she just doesn’t want to play with him. 
The children provided a variety of reasons for including Luke, as illustrated in Table 1. A 
significant proportion of the responses to this scenario were coded as moral concern. As 
illustrated in Table 1, 38% of responses fell into this category with personal choice (13%) and 
social tradition (13%) the second and third most popular justifications. Examples of moral 
concern are illustrated in the following extracts:  
Because he wouldn’t have any friends. 
Because then he will be alone and cry.  
This can be compared with reasons of personal choice, where the child believes people have a 
right to choose their friends, such as illustrated in the following extract:  
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 Because he wants to be friends with her. 
The social tradition category is also very strongly represented in the results. This is 
demonstrated most succinctly in the following quotes:  
Because girls can play with boys.  
Because some boys are still nice and some boys like girls. Not being bad to girls. 
But guess what, some boys in my class are bad to girls. 
An interesting response was provided by one child whose choice was coded as social 
tradition. 
Yes, because boys are like, you know, like how Mums and Dads marry each 
other? 
Here the child indicates the roles we take and why we should include others of the opposite 
sex.  
Do children’s friends make a difference? 
We were interested in whether children’s friends would influence their decision to include or 
exclude different genders. So we asked the question: What if Jessica’s friends say she should 
not play with Luke even though he is a boy? Of the 100 children, 79% continued to believe 
that Luke should be included. 8% of children changed their response to include Luke even 
though Jessica’s friends held beliefs to the contrary. Six percent of children changed their 
response to exclude Luke. A number of results were uncodable (7%). Results indicate that the 
majority of children were not influenced by their friends when it came to decisions about 
including children of a different gender in their play.  
Those children that decided to change their response to now include Luke (n = 8) provided 
reasons which were coded as fairness (25%), moral concern (13%), personal choice (13%) 
and 38% of responses were not able to be coded. The children who decided to change their 
mind and exclude Luke (n = 6) provided reasons relating to group functioning (17%), social 
influence (17%), and personal choice (17%). 
However, the majority of children (n = 75) continued to include Luke, despite Jessica’s 
friends advising her not to. Their reasoning is provided in Table 1 under the heading “Peer 
Influence”. The children’s responses fell within a wide range of justifications. A large 
proportion of children (20%) were either unable to answer the question or their response was 
uncodable. The high numbers of uncodable responses suggests that the children experienced 
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difficulty answering this question. The highest frequency responses related to moral concern 
(31%). The following extract illustrates this category: 
Because, it he will make him sad. 
The second highest justification is fairness (13%). Fairness is most succinctly articulated in 
the following extract: 
Because then if they like him, then that’s fair sort of. 
Again, some children were of the belief that deciding who to play with was a matter of 
personal choice (11%), as illustrated in this extract:  
Yeah, you don't have to but if you want to that’s okay. 
Do children’s teachers make a difference? 
We were also interested in discerning whether children’s teachers would influence their 
decision to include or exclude different genders. So we asked the question: What should 
Jessica do if the teacher said not to play with Luke as he is a boy? Results revealed that 70% 
of children maintained their belief that Jessica should play with Luke even though the teacher 
held opposing beliefs. 12% of children changed their response to exclude Luke, 7% changed 
their response to include Luke, and 11% were uncodable. The high proportion of uncodable 
responses in this, and the previous, scenario suggests that a significant number of children 
found it difficult to effectively answer questions that involved the influence of friends and 
teachers. Table 1 represents the responses provided by the 70% who decided to continue to 
include Luke, despite the teacher holding beliefs to the contrary: 
 
INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 
 
As can be seen in Table 1, moral concern was the most frequent codable response (36%). The 
following extract is provided to illustrate the type of response given to this question that was 
coded as moral concern: 
 Because then Luke has no friends to play with.   
The following extracts suggest reasons of authority for including or excluding others in play: 
Because the teacher said. 
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Not if the teacher asks but if the teacher actually says go and play with Luke well 
then she should. 
The following extract is interesting because, although the child was undecided (uncodable) 
whether Luke should be included or not, it was not due to anything internal to the child, but 
because the ‘rule’ for this scenario had not been established in the classroom, so the child was 
unable to make a decision about how to act. 
Interviewer: What if Jessica’s teacher says you don’t have to play with Luke 
because he is a boy? Do you think it is okay then? 
I am not sure. 
Interviewer: Why aren’t you sure? 
Because we have never talked about it before in class. 
Again, some children decided that who you play with is a personal choice (10%), even when 
someone in authority suggests otherwise, as illustrated in this quote: 
When they want to have – when they want to have time by themselves, that’s okay. 
When asked whether Jessica should play with Luke if her teacher held beliefs to the contrary, 
7% of children changed their response to include Luke. They provided a variety of reasons 
for this decision , which were coded as fairness (14 %), authority (29%), personal choice 
(28%), and 29% were uncoded. The reasons given by children who chose to change their 
response to exclude Luke were coded as social tradition (8%), authority (50%), personal 
choice (8%) and 33% were unable to be coded. Clearly, reasons of authority dominate the 
responses provided by the children who changed their minds to exclude Luke following the 
suggestion by the teacher (50%). This issue was also represented in the responses from the 
children who decided to include Luke. This extract demonstrates how authority influenced 
the child’s decision. 
Interviewer: What if Jessica’s teacher said you don’t have to play with Luke 
because he’s a boy? Do you think it’s okay then?  
Yes.  
Interviewer: Why?  
Because the teacher said.  
In summary, the majority of children decided Jessica should include Luke in her play, even 
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when her peers and teacher suggested otherwise. They primarily provided reasons that were 
coded as moral concern, but the issue of personal choice was also well represented across the 
three questions. The issue of social inclusion featured in the first question, but in the second 
question about friends, fairness became a significant concern. However, in the final question, 
about teachers, the issue of authority became more relevant. These results will be compared 
with the results from the following scenario about ethnicity. 
Ethnicity scenario 
The second scenario dealt with inclusion or exclusion based on ethnicity. The initial question 
posed was: Do you think James should play with Zali even though his skin is a different 
colour? Of the 100 children, 84% thought that Zali should be included. The remaining 
children thought James should exclude Zali because his skin was a different colour (8%). As 
with the first scenario, the children were asked to provide reasons for their choices. Although 
8% of children chose to exclude Zali, none of their reasons for this choice were codable. 
There were a variety of reasons for this. Either the responses did not make sense, or the child 
said “I don’t know” or did not provide an answer. The majority of children, however, thought 
Zali should be included. Their reasons for including Zali were coded and summarised in 
Table 2. 
INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 
 
Twenty-six percent of the participants believed Zali should be included for reasons that were 
coded as moral concern and 24% were coded as inclusion. The following extracts are 
representative of justifications around inclusion: 
Yes, because they are still in your country, or they might be in a different country, 
but they are still like you, black, brown and white and some other colour that you 
know, can still play with you. 
Because it doesn’t matter if you have different skin. You just make friends. 
Yeah, because they can still be friends if they don’t have the same colour, because 
my friend Jasmine, she’s like a dark colour like that and I’m still her friend. 
Again, moral concern is well represented in the responses to this initial question (26%). 
Moral concern in the ethnicity scenario is demonstrated by the following extracts: 
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Because he hasn’t got friends yet and he really wants to make friends, but he 
hasn’t got friends yet. 
Because she won’t have any people to play with. 
These children do not consider ethnicity to be a factor: everyone needs a friend to play with. 
The following response illustrated the complex nature of the children’s responses as it 
contained two elements which were coded moral concern and inclusion: 
Because it’s nice to play with people. If he doesn’t want to play and it doesn’t 
matter if he has different skin you still play with him. 
The other well-represented justification for the decision to include Zali in peer play concerns 
the issue of fairness:  
Because it would still be unfair. 
This child’s responses to the first scenario were varied, but in this scenario the child referred 
to issues of fairness until the final question when she offered a reason of authority: 
Well because not everybody is right and not everybody is wrong. Because 
everybody has to be friends at school. 
This suggests that the issue of fairness is closely related to the issue of authority, that is, the 
rule is that you have to treat people fairly. 
Do children’s friends make a difference? 
As with gender, we were interested in whether children’s decisions to include or exclude 
children of a different ethnicity would be influenced by friends. So we asked: What if James’ 
friends say he should not play with Zali even though his skin is a different colour? In 
response to this question, 79% of the children maintained their belief that Zali should be 
included. The reasons for this decision were coded and summarised in Table 2. Three percent 
of the children changed their minds to include Zali, whereas five percent altered their 
response to exclude Zali because James’s friends held the belief that he should be excluded. 
A further 13% of responses were uncodable. The children (n = 5) who changed their response 
to exclude Zali on the advice of friends gave reasons coded inclusion (20%), social influence 
(20%), personal choice (40%), and uncoded (20%). Those children who changed from 
excluding Zali to including him, even when their friends agreed that he should be excluded, 
provided reasons based on personal choice (n = 1) whereas the remaining 2 responses were 
unable to be coded.  
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As seen in Table 2, the majority of children who wanted to include Zali provided reasons 
relating to moral concern (28%), as with the other questions, and the secondary reason for 
this question related to issues of personal choice (15%). The issue of moral concern, in 
relation to this question, is illustrated in the following quotes: 
Because he doesn’t have any friends. 
Because that will make him really sad. 
The following represents the type of response coded as personal choice: 
Yeah, because it doesn't just mean he can't because they can't be friends. They 
can be friends because they're in the same class, but they don't really want to be 
friends and they don’t have to be friends. 
Inclusion was the third most popular response (13%) and is encapsulated in the following 
extracts: 
Because it doesn’t matter if you play with someone who is another colour. 
It’s because it doesn’t matter if skin’s different colours on the friends. 
Do children’s teachers make a difference? 
We also wanted to know whether teachers influence children’s decisions to include or 
exclude based on ethnicity so we asked: What should James do if the teacher said not to play 
with Zali as his skin is a different colour? In response to this question, 73% of the children 
maintained their beliefs, whilst five percent changed their response to include Zali. Ten 
percent of children changed their response to exclude Zali following the influence of the 
teacher. Twelve percent of responses were unable to be coded. Reasons for changing to 
exclude Zali (n = 10) were coded as authority (60%) and personal choice (30%). The children 
who decided to change their response to now include Zali (n = 5), despite the teacher’s 
suggestion gave reasons relating to fairness (20%), moral concern (20%), authority (20%) 
and personal choice (20%). Only one child decided to change their response to include 
following the teacher’s comments for reasons coded as authority: 
Because the teacher said and he might get in trouble. 
Therefore, the teacher is able to influence this child’s decisions about who to play with 
because he does not want to ‘get in trouble’. This overpowered the child’s own sense of what 
should be done in a situation like this, but that type of response was rare. The children 
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provided a variety of reasons for their decision to continue to include Zali, despite the 
teacher’s comments, as presented in Table 2. 
The clear majority of children chose reasons that were coded as moral concern (33%), as 
illustrated in Table 2. The following extracts illustrate the types of responses children gave 
for wanting to continue to include Zali, despite the teacher’s assertion to the contrary that 
were coded moral concern:  
He do have to because if no one wants to be his friend, he’ll get sad. 
This response can be contrasted with the responses of others who chose to include Zali for 
reasons relating to authority as per the following quote. 
Because the teacher makes the rules too.  
The following quote suggests that, whilst the child acknowledges that ‘the teachers are the 
boss’, the decision comes down to personal choice.  
Because the teachers are the boss, but sometimes they can, if they want to, if you 
can, if you want to, if you decide to play with him and you think you can. 
To summarise, a significant majority of the children believed that James should include Zali, 
despite his peers and teacher holding beliefs to the contrary. Justifications for their choices 
across the three questions in this scenario most commonly related to moral concern. Reasons 
relating to inclusion also featured prominently in the first question and the one relating to the 
influence of friends. Aspects of personal choice were prominent in the responses relating to 
friends and teachers whilst fairness was highly represented in the initial question. Similar to 
the gender scenario, authority was a major concern in the question relating to teacher 
influence. 
Discussion 
In general, our findings indicated that exclusion based on gender or ethnicity was viewed as 
wrong by the majority of our participants however, children made a distinction between these 
two types of exclusion. In line with previous research, (Killen et al., 2002; Theimer et al., 
2001), children in our study judged that gender exclusion was more legitimate than exclusion 
based on ethnicity with more children indicating that they would exclude on the basis of 
gender and children were more likely to use reasoning in the moral domain when including in 
the ethnicity scenario. Our findings extend previous work with older children to demonstrate 
that, even in the early childhood years, children use different forms of reasoning when 
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evaluating inclusion or exclusion based on group membership such as gender or ethnicity.  
From a social-cognitive perspective, research around children’s reasoning about morality, 
social-conventional expectations and personal decision making has identified three domains 
of knowledge – the moral domain (justice, fairness, rights and equity), the societal domain 
(customs, conventions, norms and etiquette) and the psychological domain (personal choice, 
autonomy, self development). In general, past findings (e.g., Killen & Hart, 1995; Killen et 
al., 2002; Smetana, 1995) have indicated that individuals from early childhood to adulthood 
apply these forms of reasoning to their evaluations of social issues and indeed, we found 
these themes emerging from the data in terms of how children justified including or 
excluding Luke and Zali.  
Most children were open to including children of different gender and ethnicity in their play. 
Reasons given for including Luke and Zali were primarily related to issues of moral concern 
for both scenarios. However, the number of children offering justifications within the moral 
domain was higher for the ethnicity scenario than for gender where, although moral reasons 
were most frequent, social conventional reasons and personal choice were also well 
represented. In particular, the reason of inclusion was offered much more frequently with 
respect to the ethnicity scenario than for the gender scenario where only three children 
offered inclusion as a justification for including Luke.  
The differences between the justifications for including on the basis of gender or including on 
the basis of ethnicity may have much to do with social and cultural expectations about gender 
and about race. Gender and racial stereotyping are quite different and have different 
consequences. Gender segregation increases through the early childhood years (Maccoby, 
2000) and thus may appear to be more normative whereas discrimination based on ethnicity 
is not socially or culturally acceptable (Rutland, Killen & Abrams, 2010). Some children 
explicitly articulated ideas about inclusion and the need for individuals who are different to 
learn to get along together. In contrast to the ethnicity scenario, social tradition was more 
likely to be provided as a reason for including in the gender scenario, indicating decisions 
influenced by the societal domain. Reasons of authority were provided by a small number of 
children, but these children did not provide this reason more than once each, suggesting that 
authority was not at the fore-front of their minds as they made their decisions. Reasons 
relating to personal choice were more likely to be provided than fairness. 
We were interested in finding out whether social consensus (peers) would have an influence 
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on children’s decisions to include or exclude on the basis of gender. From a social-cognitive 
domain perspective, it would be expected that social consensus would be more relevant for 
social-conventional not moral transgressions (Killen et al., 2002). Thus, if children change 
their evaluation of exclusion to reflect a social consensus that exclusion is appropriate, this 
would indicate that this instance of exclusion might be judged as a social-conventional 
decision rather than a moral decision. Very few children changed their minds to exclude in 
the gender scenario based on peers’ views that exclusion was okay. None of the reasons for 
changing to exclude Luke related to the moral domain, instead they concerned social 
conventional reasons and personal choice. The majority of children continued to include 
Luke despite their peers indicating it was okay to exclude on the basis of gender. Given that 
social consensus may be relevant only for social-conventional not moral transgressions 
(Killen et al., 2002), this indicates that children viewed exclusion on the basis of gender as a 
moral issue and indeed, the majority of reasons for continuing to include Luke fell within the 
moral domain – fairness, moral concern and inclusion. Similarly, the majority of children 
continued to include Zali despite their peers indicating it was okay to exclude on the basis of 
ethnicity. This indicates that children also viewed exclusion on the basis of ethnicity as a 
moral issue and similarly, the majority of reasons for continuing to include Zali fell within 
the moral domain – fairness, moral concern and inclusion although, in contrast to the gender 
scenario, there was also a fair degree of personal choice. 
Previous research (see e.g., Smetana, 1995) has indicated that children’s moral evaluations 
are not subject to authority influence; that is moral transgressions (in contrast to social-
conventional evaluations) are viewed as wrong even when authority figures (such as a 
teacher) indicate that a moral transgression is all right. Our results indicated that, although 
more children indicated that they would exclude Luke if the teacher indicated it was okay to 
do so than if their peers indicated it was okay to do so, 70% of the children maintained their 
belief that Luke should be included even when an authority figure (the teacher) said it was 
okay to exclude. This again indicates that children viewed exclusion on the basis of gender as 
a moral issue and indeed, the majority of reasons for continuing to include Luke once more 
fell within the moral domain – fairness, moral concern and inclusion although a number of 
children also justified their decision to include based on personal choice and a few on 
authority. In contrast, no child who changed to exclude Luke as a result of authority influence 
referred to the moral domain when justifying their decision. Not surprisingly, six children 
referred to authority as a reason for changing to exclude Luke. Similarly, the majority of 
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children continued to include Zali despite authority influence indicating it was okay to 
exclude on the basis of ethnicity indicating that children viewed exclusion on the basis of 
ethnicity as a moral issue. Once again, the majority of reasons for continuing to include Zali 
fell within the moral domain – fairness, moral concern and inclusion although a number of 
children also justified their decision to include based on personal choice and authority. No 
child who changed to exclude Zali as a result of authority influence referred to the moral 
domain when justifying their decision. In fact, across the two scenarios, the percentage of 
children providing reasons for moral concern for including Luke and Zali were consistently 
the highest. Our interpretation of this finding is that when children have the chance to weigh 
all considerations, fairness takes priority over other concerns such as group functioning and 
personal choice. 
Our findings have a number of implications for policy and practice in early childhood. First, 
in terms of active citizenship and social justice, it is encouraging that the majority of children 
in our study were decidedly inclusive, rejecting the idea that categories such as gender or 
ethnicity provide a basis for deciding with whom to play. However, that some children 
indicated that it was okay to treat others differently on the basis of characteristics such as 
gender and ethnicity is of considerable concern. Such reasoning, based on group membership, 
is likely to promote attitudes and behaviours that lead to social injustice (Killen, 2008). In 
addition, attitudes acquired in early childhood have the potential to persist into adolescence 
and adulthood (Nesdale, 2008). Yet policy at the federal level in Australia is notably silent on 
citizenship education and social justice for the early years of schooling focusing instead on 
children from the middle years onward (Ailwood et al., 2011). Ailwood et al suggest that if 
there is little reference to social justice in policy for early childhood then early childhood 
teachers are not generally expected to explicitly teach this. Specific attention to the place of 
citizenship and the related ideas of values education and social justice in the early years of 
formal schooling is clearly needed. 
According to Nesdale, young Anglo-Australian children typically show less positive attitudes 
towards other ethnic groups and in particular Indigenous Australians. However, while this 
represents a preference for their own ethnic group, the development of ethnic prejudice is 
influenced to a large extent by the social context. Recent research in both the United 
Kingdom and the United States has indicated that children’s attitudes towards children of a 
different ethnicity to themselves are related to their social experience and that children who 
have sustained social experiences with children who are different from themselves are less 
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likely to show prejudice (Rutland, Cameron, Bennett & Ferrell, 2005; Tropp & Prenovost, 
2008). However, the research evidence indicates that intercultural contact is not in itself 
sufficient to reduce prejudice (Nesdale, 2008). Intervention projects have also indicated that 
teachers have a role to play in reducing prejudice when they explicitly focus on messages of 
equality (Aboud & Levy, 2000). Given that early childhood is a critical period for the 
development of intergroup attitudes, it is vital that parents and teachers work together to 
prevent the development of ethnic prejudice through an explicit agenda of social justice by 
encouraging young children to look beyond group membership to the unique characteristics 
of individuals regardless of gender or ethnicity. Use of strategies within the classroom that 
promote equal status such as cooperative learning groups amongst members of different 
social categories and open discussion by parents, peers and teachers about ethnic prejudice 
are likely to promote more positive attitudes towards those of differing ethnicities.  
It is clear that there is a need for ongoing research to examine the development of ethnic 
preference and ethnic prejudice particularly in terms of the ways in which children’s moral 
reasoning interacts with their social experiences in the development of prejudice. In 
particular, the factors within the social environment that might foster positive or negative 
attitudes towards other ethnic groups needs further exploration. Another useful direction for 
future research would be to explore the extent to which children’s behaviour reflects their 
evaluations of exclusion. For example, although children evaluated exclusion on the basis of 
gender or ethnicity as unacceptable we cannot assume that their behaviour would reflect this 
on a daily basis.   
In conclusion, our findings indicate that, even in the early childhood years, children use 
multiple forms of reasoning when making decisions about exclusion. Exclusion was not 
viewed by all children as a moral transgression. For some children, exclusion was considered 
wrong because it was unfair to individuals, for other children, exclusion was seen as 
legitimate as it is a matter of personal choice. For example children who stated it was alright 
not to be friends with someone whose skin was a different colour did so by stating that it 
“was up to the child to decide”. Understanding how young children make judgements about 
these types of issues provides an insight into how children engage in complex decision 
making, in particular decisions that involve weighing up multiple perspectives including 
personal choice and issues of justice and fairness. Our results indicate that in straightforward 
situations, children give priority to moral reasoning over social conventional reasoning when 
judging exclusion based on group membership such as gender or ethnicity. However, what is 
17 
 
not well known is how children’s stereotypical biases might influence their judgements about 
exclusion. Developmental findings about children’s social reasoning about exclusion have the 
potential to provide a new approach for examining prejudice and how it plays out in group 
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Table 1  






Influence Total  
 n (%) n (%) n (%) N  
Fairness 3 (4%) 10 (13%) 7 (11) 20 
Moral Concern 32 (38%) 23 (31%) 22 (36%) 75 









Social Tradition 11 (13%) 3 (4%) 2 (3%) 16 
Authority 7 (8%) 8 (11%) 6 (10%) 21 
Social Influence - 2 (3%) - 2 
Personal Choice 16 (19%) 10 (14%) 13 (22%) 39 













Influence Total  
 n (%) n (%) n (%) N 
Fairness 11 (13%) 8 (11%) 6 (9%) 25 
Moral Concern 22 (26%) 21 (28%) 21 (33%) 64 
Inclusion 20 (24%) 10 (13%) 6 (9%) 36 
Group 
Functioning 
1 (1%) - - 1 
 
Social Tradition 11 (13%) 2 (3%) 1 (3%) 14 
Authority 8 (10%) 5 (6%) 9 (14%) 22 
Social Influence - 1 (1%) - 1 
Personal Choice 5 (6%) 4 (19%) 10 (16%) 29 
Uncoded 12 (14%) 14 (19%) 9 (14%) 35 
 
